354     THE MEMOIRS OF THE BARON DE MARBOT
General Desnouettes was treated with much kindness, but was sent to London as a trophy, which made Napoleon all the more angry.
In spite of this little victory, the English continued their retreat. We crossed the Esla, and occupied Benavente From this town to Astorga the distance is not less than fifteen or sixteen leagues, with several streams to be crossed; but the Emperor was in such a hurry to overtake the enemy that he required his army to march this distance in one day, though it was the 31st of December and the days were very short. Seldom have I made such a fatiguing march. An icy rain wetted us to the skin; men and horses sank into the marshy ground. We only advanced with the utmost effort; and -as all the bridges had been broken by the English, our men were live or six times compelled to strip, place their arms and clothes on their heads, and go naked through the icy water of the streams.
It is painful to relate that I saw three veteran grenadiers of the guard, unable to march any further, and, unwilling to fall to the rear at the risk of being tortured and massacred by the peasants, blow out their brains with their own muskets. A dark and rainy night added to the fatigue of the troops ; the exhausted soldiers lay down in the mud. A great number halted at the village of Baneza; only the leading companies arrived at Astorga, the rest remaining on the road. It was late at night when the Emperor and Lannes, •escorted only by their staffs and some hundred cavalry, •entered Astorga. So tired and anxious for shelter and warmth was everyone that the place was scarcely searched. If the enemy had had warning of this and returned on their tracks, they might perhaps have carried off the Emperor; fortunately they were in too great a hurry, and we did not find one of them in the town. Every minute fresh bodies of French troops were coming up; and the safety of the imperial head-quarters was soon secured.
Astorga  is  a  largish  town.     We   quartered  ourselves the imperial guard of France to agree to this exchange, and, consequently, declined it.
